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Abstract  
Evaluative practices at Argentine Universities have been realized in two ways: the first related to the accreditation of 
university programs and the second related to the evaluation of the universities as educational institutions. Bearing 
this in mind, this study presents an analysis of the concepts of evaluation, explicit and implicit in the processes, 
revealing the underlying logics. Also the procedures carried out by the institutions for implementing self-assessment 
processes and their relationships to the external evaluation are categorized focusing on the subjects and objects of 
evaluation in each case. A categorical discourse analysis is carried out, which is crossed with the documental study. 
The present work provides input for the strategic situational planning of the University, as a starting point to 
strenghten the evaluation process in the institutional context, thus enabling the articulation of practices, economy of 
effort and quality assurance of the assessment at the institutional level.  
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1. Introduction 
Argentine universities have been carrying out institutional and university program assessment practices in 
agreement with the emerging policies of the National Government and the International Community. These 
practices have been carried out in two ways: the first related to the accreditation of university programs and the 
second related to the evaluation of the universities as educational institutions. Nevertheless, there are no previous 
studies, nor permanent or systematic processes, which could let us relate the institutional evaluation to the 
accreditation of university programs.   
2. The institutional evaluation and accreditation of university programs 
By the late 80s and early 90s, the issue of quality in education began to assert itself on the stage and agenda of 
Education, both in Argentina and in other Latin American countries (Fernandez Lamarra, 2007). 
Over these years, one of the fundamental policies of the government towards universities has been focused on 
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institutional assessment. The concern generated due to the educational quality has resulted in the systematic 
incorporation of assessment as a new practice in university life. 
In 1995, the Higher Education Act No. 24.521 was enacted which is the first Act to cover the whole university 
and non-university education. Among its articles it establishes that institutional assessment is to be carried out for 
both, Non-university (College) and university education. As regards the latter, the National Committee for 
University Evaluation and Accreditation (CONEAU –Comisión Nacional de Evaluación y Acreditación 
Universitaria-) was created and it determines the accreditation of graduate and undergraduate programs with 
“professional certifications regulated by the State, whose exercise would compromise the public interest, therefore 
directly risking health, safety, rights, property or the professional training of the inhabitants" (article 43, Act 
24.521). 
CONEAU is a decentralized state agency that operates under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education. It aims 
at ensuring public trust through systematic processes of assessment and accreditation. Its creation resulted in a 
profound modification within the university management system since the decisions it adopts or takes adopted have 
a direct impact on universities’ lives. 
The assessment of universities is carried out by means of two complementary instances: self-evaluation and 
external assessment. As for the latter, the need for explicit criteria and procedures was observed, and has become 
specific in the Resolution No. 382/11. 
Regarding institutional assessment, the Higher Education Act states in its article 44, "the universities must ensure 
the functioning of internal institutional assessment bodies, which should aim at analyzing the achievements and 
difficulties in carrying out their duties, as well as suggesting measures for improvement. Self-assessments will be 
complemented by external evaluations taking place at least every six years, within the framework of objectives set 
by each institution. This evaluation is intended to cover  teaching, research and external relations functions and also 
the area of institutional management, in the case of national universities". The Act also states that the 
recommendations for the institutional improvement which may arise from these evaluations shall be made public. 
The term accreditation is defined as the process performed to acknowledge or certify the quality of a higher 
educational institution or of a university degree program and it is based upon a prior evaluation of both. The process 
is conducted by an agency external to the institutions of higher education. The final certification acknowledges the 
quality of the programs or the accredited institution. Also, there is an international accreditation process carried out 
by agencies from other countries. It involves evaluation regarding quality standards and criteria previously 
established by an agency or an accrediting body. The process includes an institutional self-assessment, as well as an 
evaluation performed by a team of external experts. The accrediting agencies or bodies are themselves regularly 
certified. In all cases it is a temporary validation, for a certain number of years. It is based on a series of principles, 
relatively basic and homogeneous, although the diversity of models is extensive. (RIACES, 2004). 
CONEAU operates as a means of application for the principles and guidelines that the actors in the university 
system themselves have established. It also provides a space for the conciliation of ideas proceeding from the 
academic and scientific fields to which the assessors belong to whenever consulted. The participation of experts 
either individually or through organized peer committees during the evaluation of institutions, university programs 
and institutional projects play a central role. The accreditation of university programs is performed based on 
standards set by the Ministry of Education, in accordance with the College Board, a Commission conformed by the 
Rectors of both state and private universities. Whereas the starting point of the institutional assessments is defined 
by what each university states what it intends to be. (Villanueva, 2002). 
The assessment and accreditation processes are inseparable and are both involved in the pursuit of social 
relevance; providing training and research opportunities, maintaining relationships with the world of production and 
transferring scientific and technological knowledge. The certification and accreditation processes while representing 
mediation actions to meet social objectives are also educational policy actions which should not be assumed 
uncritically or as mere instruments. On the contrary, they represent spaces to rethink these processes recognizing the 
identity and institutional contextual values of the institutions of higher education and of the society on the whole. 
(Muñoz, 2012) 
The processes of evaluation and accreditation in higher education seen as permanent actions encouraging 
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continuous improvement and quality assurance, will determine a dynamic organizational structure, facing higher 
educational institutions with their social objectives, financial resources and background as well as the recognition 
with certainty of their duties, among others. 
3. Methodology 
This is an exploratory and descriptive study. A mixed methodological qualitative/quantitative approach is used, 
with additional and complementary data obtained in the work field. The techniques and instruments used include: 
document analysis, surveys and focused interviews with institutional actors who have directly participated in both 
processes. 
4. Findings and results 
The most relevant categories that emerge from the study are: 
4.1. Significance of the evaluation process for the individuals involved 
Evaluation constitutes a process that awakens certain anxieties within the individuals involved in such process. 
These anxieties are directly related to the conceptions with which the evaluation process is assumed. From the 
perspective of viewing evaluation as an action of control, it is believed to be the realization of certain practices or 
procedures that should become materialized. On the other hand, from a broader perspective, evaluation is seen as a 
collaborative assessment activity performed by all individuals involved in the institutional life. Nevertheless, despite 
educational claims and the assessors’ efforts to install the idea of evaluation processes from the latter perspective, it 
seems that the first conception strongly prevails. Clearly, in the case of institutional evaluation, the emphasis is 
placed on considering it as a tool for improvement and, in the end, as a contribution to the University. In some cases, 
specific reference is made to the difference between institutional evaluation and accreditation and to those 
institutions which are not accredited. 
Moreover, opposite conceptions of the assessment and accreditation processes can be noticed. Official statements 
present evaluation as an opportunity to promote improvement. However, as for the people involved, the underlying 
conception of evaluation is closely related to the action of control. 
4.2.  Link between the academic unit / college and the external evaluation agency 
The link between institutional and external evaluation is also different in each case. 
As for the accreditation process, the link with the evaluators is carried out by means of the intervention of a 
technician, who eventually poses concerns and gives explanations or make clarifications to the Peer Committee. 
During the visit, the committee sets to work according to a closed agenda and avoids unscheduled or informal 
conversations with the institutional referents. Preliminary results of the evaluation are submitted only in written and 
the academic program referents from the institution should follow the same path to respond to the report. 
As regards the institutional evaluation process, interviews with the actors involved reveal a smoother relationship 
with the technicians assigned; interviews take place early in the process, the evaluating agency in charge offers the 
opportunity to have meetings prior to the process of self-evaluation and it is possible to schedule meetings with the 
external evaluation agents prior to the visit of peers. During the visit the work scheme is established and the 
meaning of evaluation is specifically defined, emphasizing its value for improvements. After the visit, an informal 
oral feedback is given in order to favor interaction allowing the institution to understand the comments and 
assessment made by their peers. 
4.3. Development of standards and evaluation criteria 
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The accreditation of academic programs is carried out according to standards developed by experts and referents 
from different universities. Regarding its design, it can be inferred from the answers of respondents that those 
programs with early accreditation (e.g. Medicine) develop their standards by focusing on an idealistic institutional 
reality and on expected professional profiles, but they are far from the current academic professional training. These 
definitions involved conflicting evaluative processes where significant deficits were identified as difficult to 
overcome. For programs recently presented for accreditation, standards have been developed from institutional 
characteristics and training proposals that take place in different institutional contexts; this has resulted in more 
extensive elaborative processes and therefore major degrees of discussion, but it has also led to less conflicting 
assessments within each university program. In this sense, the impact of evaluation on curricula development would 
be experiencing a shift that goes from transformation and change to the validation of professional training proposals. 
On the other hand, institutional evaluation should not respond to standards since university autonomy should be 
respected. Therefore, assessment processes are displayed according to the institutional project referred to. During 
the evaluation process several referents from Argentine institutions explicitly manifested some difficulties to 
undertake synergetic self-evaluation processes within their institutions, since each academic school and / or area 
understood these processes uniquely and difficulties became evident at the time of reaching a consensus on the 
perspectives. The evaluation agency, in response to these demands, passed on a Resolution in 2011 in which criteria 
becomes explicit. Prior to this legislation, the evaluation processes were performed in very different styles and 
formats. 
4.4.  Relationship between course accreditation processes and institutional assessment 
It becomes evident that the relationship between these two processes is diverse in nature, but they are definitely 
linked by the historical development of the evaluation process in each institutional context. The referents from 
different academic programs that have undergone evaluation processes have stated that academic program 
assessments have consolidated important practices in relation to the redistribution of resources and the establishment 
of priorities in terms of the respective projects. However, when accreditation precedes the institutional evaluation, 
certain areas can be consolidated, hampering in a certain way, the possibility of a broader vision, and this results in 
the strengthening of academic units at the expense of favoring a unique institutional perspective.  
5. Conclusions and recommendations 
The evaluation of universities as educational institutions is a policy that has been installed in both national and 
international educational systems. This process represents a real challenge and a need for institutions to function in 
accordance with the university system. Assessment practices are developed with a logic that goes from one’s own 
perspective towards the integration of external peer supervision that may result in substantial contributions to 
institutional improvement.  
The study reveals that there is an important gap between the discourse on evaluation practices and the evaluation 
processes implemented; the underlying conceptions of the assessment processes involve perspectives that relate to 
what is now considered valuable or desirable in relation to the institution of higher education. The challenge of 
evaluation processes and university program accreditation in Argentina focuses precisely on the contrast of these 
judgments, the possibility of integrating both complementarily the assessments from the inside (self-evaluation) and 
the outside (external evaluation). 
However, in both cases there is recognition of the implications that assessment processes provide in order to 
improve teaching and institutional practices. As substantial aspects of improvement the following are identified: (a) 
infrastructure investment policies related to the needs of university programs demanding accreditation, (b) decision-
making related to curricular standards and graduates’ profile, (c) institutional policies encouraging the integration of 
the teaching function, (d) strategies to strengthen the articulation of the teaching-research-external relations area 
functions (e) concern for obtaining systematic information for decision making, (f) new modes of approaching the 
link with the community, (g) policies for inter-institutional coordination and the overcoming of the problem of 
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inbreeding; (h) the monitoring of graduates and social responsibility. 
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